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[00:00:01]
TW:

TRANSCRIPTION

Today is Wednesday, May 11, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This afternoon we are interviewing Chris Kaufman, Director
of Ticket Operations at Utah State University. This is another oral history interview for the
Covid Collection Project. Joining us on the interview is Tameron Williams, the Covid Collection
Project graduate intern.
Good afternoon, Mr. Kaufman.

CK:

Hello.

TW:

So, let’s start by asking when you started your career at Utah State University and the various
positions you’ve held during your USU career.
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CK:

Sure. I started as the Director of University Ticket Operations, May of 2019, and this is the only
position that I’ve held at Utah State.

TW:

All right. So, when we’re talking about the scope of services of the Ticket Operations at USU in
terms of the range of services that you provide, who are your major stakeholders, the number of
staff that you have, the types of events that you hold or you sell tickets for?

CK:

Sure. So, scope includes mostly athletic events with an emphasis in football and men’s basketball
but also women’s basketball, women’s volleyball and gymnastics. We also provide ticket and
coverage for Fine Arts. That includes theater and musical productions as well as summer
productions that are held through Fine Arts such as the Lyric Repertory Theater.
I have a full-time staff of three which are in Ticket Operations. Two of them are—assist with
mostly Athletics, and one of them assists almost exclusively with Fine Arts. I also hold two
additional full-timers in a sales role that are commissioned by Athletics to sell tickets for their
events.

[00:02:18]
TW:

And administratively, hierarchically, who do you report to?

CK:

I report to Chris Nelson. He is the Executive Director of Business and Finance who then reports
to Dwight Davis and Dave Cowley in the Vice-President’s Office.

TW:

And when we’re talking about revenue generated, and of course this is pre-Covid, on an annual
basis, what for instance would have been the 2019 annual revenue from Ticket Operations?

CK:

From an Athletic standpoint, it was about $2 million. The pre-Covid, I don’t have a very good
number as far as Fine Arts is concerned because I don’t have a comprehensive number on hand.

TW:

And typically, how many events do you sell tickets for on an annual basis?

CK:

Sure. On the Athletic side, there is typically six home football games, 16 home men’s basketball
games, 15 women’s basketball games, 13 volleyball games, and about four women’s gymnastics
games. And then on the Fine Arts side, there’s a lot. It just kind of depends on—I believe we
counted about 20 events per semester, and it could be as much as 30 per semester on the event
side for Fine Arts.

[00:03:53]
TW:

So, in the fall of 2019, early spring of 2020, did the Ticket Operations have any major initiatives
or projects that they were working on that they were focusing all their energy and time or was it
just selling tickets to events?

CK:

The projects were primarily all selling tickets to events. Now, keep in mind that was also my first
full year here, and I’m still trying to get my feet under myself before tackling any major projects.

TW:

So, no new software, no new major overhaul of any of the operations. Very good.
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So, we received news of a virus that emanated from China in the fall, late fall of 2019, and soon
spread to other countries around the world and reached the United States in late January of 2020.
I’m curious about how you initially learned of and what your reaction was to the potential of
Covid impacting USU Ticket Operations.
CK:

Sure. I first started learning about the virus in January, I suppose, of 2020, mostly through news
reports. I listen to NPR pretty much every morning, get my information through that. And as we
were concluding the basketball season, the concern started getting a little bit more but I didn’t
really hear much more about it, or I should say I didn’t hear a lot about it until we were in Las
Vegas for the men’s basketball [and] women’s basketball conference tournament. That’s when
we started seeing masks being worn, albeit there wasn’t a lot of people wearing masks, it was
just—it was one of those one-offs that you might see in a crowd, cock an eyebrow to.
Questions, I had the ability to be in the media room for each post-game press conference. Seems
like the media was asking head coaches the question of what are you going to do if they play
without fans or play with—don’t play at all. And that’s when we really started to understand the
full potential of the virus and what it could possibly do.

[00:06:26]
TW:

And that spring semester, I mean you kind of already gave us an idea of at least the sporting
events that you sell tickets for, how many of the remaining events that Fine Arts and Athletics
were cancelled in that spring semester of 2020?

CK:

Yeah. So, on the Athletic side, we actually got lucky, we concluded our entire season. And so
that was done. But on the Fine Arts side, we had to cancel probably around 15 or so events, and
the cancellations included refunds to everybody that had purchased tickets to a prior…and that in
itself was a project to get done. And we were fortunate to get it done in about two weeks or so.

TW:

Okay. And what kind of communication or messaging did the Ticket Operations or the university
send out to potential USU students or general public about these events?

CK:

So, at least on my end, the Ticket Operations side, we communicated via the e-commerce
platforms for our ticketing that events were cancelled and following up with folks that did
purchase, we sent emails out to them. One of the things that made it quite challenging was the
platform we were using then did not store credit card information, so we actually had to contact
everybody in order to initiate refunds.

[00:07:57]
TW:

Do you kind of ballpark know how much money was returned or refunded?

CK:

I can find that answer actually.

TW:

That’s fine.

CK:

I don’t know actually.

TW:

That’s fine. So, the decision early on to go to remote classes, and I know a lot of students left
campus the second half of spring semester, but in June of 2020, the decision was made that the
students would return to campus. I know that they were going to have events, they were going to

USU COVID-19 2022: CHRISTOPHER KAUFMAN

3

change some of the modes and move a lot of them to remote, I’m not sure exactly what the
football season and the volleyball season in the fall looked like as far as the number of events or
how many spectators and ticket sales, but what exactly in the summer and early fall did Ticket
Operations do leading up to the fall events?
CK:

Sure. We were tasked from Athletics to design I guess a seat map that would be able to socially
distance groups of people. And the ideal group would be households. So, mostly what we did
was we created pods within the stadium of anywhere between two to six seats together and
distanced them by killing every other row and putting everything diagonal with each other so
there would be six feet of room between everybody. I have maps of that if you are interested for
your—

TW:

Very much so, please. Yes. So, did we have six football games that we hosted in that fall of
2020?

[00:09:50]
CK:

No. So, in August of 2020, the Mountain West Conference, the conference which we’re affiliated
with, came out and said that they were canceling the season for football. That may have actually
been in July. And then in late August, they backtracked on it and said we will play a football
season, but we’re only playing conference games.
USU was slated to host four home football games, and we got all four of them in, one of them
with—two of them with fans, one without and then one with family only.

TW:

And volleyball, was that the same story or was it [crosstalk 00:10:43].

CK:

Yeah, a similar story with volleyball. Volleyball plays most of their home games over at the
Wayne Estes Center as well as over here in the Spectrum, so we split time between the two.
They had some cancellations for home games. Some of the games were played over in the
Wayne Estes Center, which it was family invite only and no public sales. And then the games
that we did have here in the Spectrum, it was open to the public in those pods.

TW:

Do you receive any student fees where the students that attend the football games, the volleyball
games for either discounted or whatever the amount is?

CK:

Athletics receives student fees and in return allows students to attend games for free.

TW:

Was that affected at all in the fall of 2020, spring semester of [crosstalk 00:11:43]—

CK:

Yeah, because we still had to socially distance students and instead of having a ticket-claiming
process, we socially distanced the stands and placed QR code stickers for the students to check in
with. And that was in both, for football and in the Spectrum.

[00:12:06]
TW:

And that was for the entire both fall and spring for all the sporting events including the basketball
games and the [crosstalk 00:12:15]?

CK:

Right, yes. Yeah.
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TW:

Did you have the typical 16 men’s hosted games and the 15 women’s hosted games that season or
were they also reduced?

CK:

They were reduced to, let me look at…they were reduced to about 13, 14, I think. It wasn’t
reduced dramatically but the way that the schedule was formatted was—altered the—was very
different than what we’re used to. Teams like San Diego State within our conference came and
played Thursdays, Saturdays—Thursday, Saturday at our place and same thing with all the other
conference opponents. So, it made it very unique anyway.

TW:

And just like in the volleyball and the football games, the seating was social-distanced, limited
capacity?

CK:

Correct, yes.

TW:

What other protocols? Did you, at that point, also require PPE to attend the games?

CK:

No, PPE was not required mainly due to some political pressures both at statewide and within the
university, but we did encourage everybody to wear masks, highly encouraged. Actually, I
believe during that ’20 season, we couldn’t require it indoors so we did require it within the
Spectrum to wear masks. And that enforcement was relied upon by Events Services. We made
sure to communicate that as well, communicate that out as well.

[00:14:00]
TW:

I think you might have answered a little bit of this but what was the drop in revenue for both the
fall semester with the limited capacity and fewer games as well as during the basketball season?

CK:

I want to say at least Athletics as a whole, was around 1.3, 1.5 million was the drop in revenue.
Now the capacities that we ended up working out was about 20 percent capacity of both the
football stadium and the basketball stadium. So, you drop your revenues off by almost 80 percent
from what you made in 2019, and that’s almost exactly what ended up happening. Also, fewer
games, too.

TW:

And before, during and after games, was there any facilities or janitorial protocols in place for
cleaning?

CK:

I believe so but that would be a question better for Venue Services than my office.

TW:

Is there anything else about that first full year of the pandemic that Ticket Operations had that
you want to speak to?

CK:

Sure. So, we moved a lot of our operations to a mobile ticket only format that decreased contact
between fans and customers and our staff. We also upgraded a couple of our ticket scanning
capabilities just with new technology to help out with crowd flow in and out of the stadium in
events as well as we—that mobile format also allowed us to eliminate some of our hard costs
with printing tickets and getting designs done and things like that.

[00:16:20]
TW:

So, the State Legislature in the 2021 session, I know passed laws about lessening the social
distancing guidelines, I think there was some slacking off on the mask mandates, vaccines
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became more available in the late spring of 2021, how did any of that affect the way that you and
your team approached the events moving into the fall semester of 2021?
CK:

As far as going into the 2021 football season, it was pretty much business as usual pre-pandemic,
without any restrictions on masks outdoors and loosening of a lot of state laws and guidelines. It
actually allowed us to sell at full capacity again at the stadium. The loosening of restrictions
had two different reactions. It made people either skittish and not want to come out to mass
groupings as we saw with, I believe the Delta wave blew through in that late fall, but it also
opened up for people to want to get back out to the venues and watch football again. And those
folks were not quite as skittish and didn’t care.

[00:18:05]
TW:

And did you recoup the losses that—you said you were at 100 percent capacity, I imagine, did
you have a shortfall in revenue generated?

CK:

No, we were actually back on regular revenue for the entire school year, which were at about $2
million I think all in for Athletics anyway.

TW:

Did Athletics and probably Ticket Operations receive any Covid relief monies due to the effect
and the impact that Covid had on ticket sales?

CK:

Athletics did. The only thing that the Ticket Operations was able to gain out of Covid relief
funds was for a few upgraded systems to ensure the safety of fans and patrons such as the
scanning technology I mentioned earlier. But Athletics was the one that was impacted the most
and received most of that money.

TW:

I forgot to ask this earlier but, Chris, did you have any staff that you had to lay off or were they
reassigned to do other tasks that were Covid related for instance?

CK:

Nobody was laid off in the office. The only reassignment that we had was with our sales guys
because suddenly they didn’t have any tickets to sell anymore. So, they were tasked with just
making follow-up calls with the fan base just to check in to make sure that they’re okay and just
to chit-chat a little bit. They have very good customer service skills and acumen that they can
chat for almost 20 minutes with any given person if they wanted to.

[00:20:00]
TW:

So, I’m curious, you mentioned a contact list, ticketing processes, I’m wondering, you had to
make some changes due to the Covid pandemic. Which changes that you had to make do you
think Ticket Operations may make permanent and what may return back to pre-Covid protocols?

CK:

Well, so that contact list is actually something that we’re going to be pushing very hard for the
upcoming year. We went back to printing tickets last year in which Paciolan—Paciolan is our
ticketing system that we use and they said that pre-pandemic, they had only one school that was
mobile versed that pretty much pushed everything out to the phones. After the pandemic ended,
they had about 96 schools—

TW:

I’m sure they did.
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CK:

…yeah, that are now doing it. And now we’re going to be one of them. And it’s one of those
things that during Covid, we’re suddenly not bringing in any revenue, and now we have to figure
out how we’re going to cut expenses. And by cutting expenses, some of the easiest things that we
have available to us is the hard ticket stock, the designs, things like that, we can cut that expense
out just by sending a mobile ticket to the consumer.

TW:

So, no more collector’s items that I can frame and put on the wall. I just put my phone up on the
wall and—

CK:

[Laughs].

TW:

[Unclear].

CK:

Not quite. Not quite, but I mean, there are avenues that we’re exploring, too, so if we have a Hail
Mary to BYU, we’ll have an avenue for you to have a collector’s item for that.

[00:22:00]
TW:

So, I’m curious, and this is a question we’ve asked everybody we’ve interviewed, how would you
gauge the mental health of you and your team at Ticket Operations, throughout the two years of
the pandemic?

CK:

It was tough. The on-again, off-again nature of whether or not we’re going to play football was
pretty tough. I held some pretty strong opinions about whether or not we should play. Then at
the point when we actually did play, the stress involved on trying to get the stadium full, and I put
“full” in quotes because it’s only 20 percent capacity, whether or not folks are going to show up,
things like that, it was pretty hard.
And then coming into—out of Covid, it was just as hard, as we’re trying—the pressure is all of a
sudden there for you guys to get your, you know, get the revenue numbers up to pre-pandemic
levels where it’s a pretty—that was a pretty tall task to ask considering the mindset of fans and
whether or not they wanted to attend mass events or not.

TGRW: Now that you’ve had a chance to look back at your unit’s response, can you speak to any
specifics, tell any specific stories of successes or failures, things you might have done differently,
things you feel you did really well?
CK:

So, we were one of the first schools in our conference—well, the ticket directors within the
conference actually started organizing a biweekly call with all the conference mates, and we were
actually one of the first to start mapping out Covid maps at least anyway for capacity within our
venues.

[00:24:00]
And by sharing what we’re doing, or were doing for that, pretty much helps a lot of other schools
in our conference to do the same. And I think we did a great job as far as that was concerned.
We were very careful as far as that six-foot rule and trying to accompany and include larger
families that possibly may have wanted to come out.
Some of the harder items on the list was we, within, let’s see here, about three months of
cancellations, our system of record over in Fine Arts was closing up shop and we had to scramble
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to find a new ticket reservation system. And that actually opened up the door for us to
renegotiate our current service contract with Paciolan to include our Fine Arts office, so now
we’re all integrated under one ticketing system which is great for campus, too.
The morale was also a thing that I keep looking back on. There was some pretty—all of a
sudden, the offices are empty. We had one person working from home, I have my own office
here, we had two others that were working in different work stations that we set up, and then one
of them—and then the other one was actually working in a remote location on campus. So,
getting team meetings together that wasn’t in Zoom, wasn’t necessarily possible, but it was just
pretty hard for us to kind of keep a constant line of communication. And all the other stuff that
kind of goes in with office work. Sharing stories about others, weekend plans, things like that.
So that was the really hard part was trying to keep that office morale intact, not knowing whether
or not we’re going to be hosting events or still have jobs in five months.
[00:26:22]
TGRW: And then speaking for you personally, what have been the most significant lessons you’ve
learned personally, professionally from this whole pandemic experience?
CK:

My family is from South Dakota, and we moved from South Dakota and all of a sudden, we’re
stuck in Utah trying to weather a pandemic with the family. And with all of our family back out
East made it pretty hard. We obviously got through it. Took advantage of cheap flights that were
being offered at the time to get back home a couple of times.
But professionally, we were able to actually—if it wasn’t for the Mountain West Conference
Group that met biweekly, we wouldn’t have a great—we wouldn’t have any kind of line of
communication to kind of offer other professional thoughts and ideas about how we’re handling
things.
I’m very grateful for the colleagues I have at other institutions for sharing their processes with us
and how we can be better, going through the mobile first items, like I mentioned before, sharing
our seat maps and how we lay that out. So, it’s been good developmentally, but the jobs that
were lost and the morale in the industry just took a huge hit. And we’re still seeing jobs go
unfilled around the industry right now. So, it’s just been tough in that respect but we’ve also had
some good things, too.

[00:28:09]
TW:

Is there anything else you’d like to add about USU Ticket Operations’ experience with the Covid
pandemic?

CK:

No, we had a great group going into the pandemic that stuck around throughout the year. Like I
said, even though we were all working kind of remotely, we all recognized the challenges that we
had in front of us and we took them on headstrong, too.
Everywhere between setting up the venues the way we need to, to selling the tickets to select
groups that Athletics wanted us to offer to, the Fine Arts component of social distancing on that
side, which was very similar to what we did with Athletics, the crew that I had over there to—on
the Fine Arts side to actually keep that boat floating has been great. And without their help, we
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wouldn’t have seen any kind of revenue period for Fine Arts, and we’re very thankful to have
them onboard over there.
TW:

Mr. Kaufman, I would like to thank you for your time this afternoon discussing your experiences
during the Covid pandemic at Utah State University.

CK:

Thanks, Todd.

[End recording – 00:29:30]

USU COVID-19 2022: CHRISTOPHER KAUFMAN

9

